No topical corticosteroid is needed. There is no need to interrupt the walking holiday. The skin just above the tops of the walking boots is unaccustomed to the friction of boots through socks, applied for several hours in a day, possibly in wet and cold weather conditions. A further factor is that the skin becomes drier and more susceptible with age; friction that caused no trouble last year may be too much this year and subsequently. Earth-eating I was sorry that the interesting article by Woywodt and Kiss (March 2002 JRSM 1 ) did not include the association with zinc de®ciency. One of the ®rst descriptions of zinc de®ciency in man was made by Prasad, Halsted and Nadimi in 1961 in adolescent boys in Iran who had been clay-eaters since childhood 2 . It was a syndrome of dwar®sm, sexual retardation and iron-de®ciency anaemia and the ®rst two of these responded to zinc therapy. Later a similar syndrome was reported in Egypt but schistosomiasis was a factor (which it was not in Iran) and clay-eating was not found; the dwar®sm and sexual retardation responded to zinc therapy.
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Clay contains anions such as phosphate which bind zinc, making it unavailable for absorption. In regions where the diet is high in phytate, which also binds zinc, de®ciency of this essential element is found.
